Finding Your Way Through The AutoCAD Jungle

By DAVID MITCHELL
Once upon a time, the tools an industrial draftsman needed were simple - pen and pencil, drafting board, and blueprint machine.

Once upon a time, the talents an industrial draftsman mastered - physical, intellectual, aesthetic - were established.

Then came computer-assisted-drafting - CAD.

The CAD revolution has increased productivity and improved efficiency. It has also created a tangle of problems that bedevil both workers and managers. Solving those problems is key to releasing the full potential of CAD. The solution lies with a new player in the world of CAD - the technology guide.

THE PROBLEM

The worldwide industry-standard CAD software package nowadays is AutoCAD. It was first introduced by its parent company, Autodesk of Sausalito, California, in 1982.

AutoCAD’s original purpose was to put into the hands of architects and engineers an affordable computer-aided drafting tool-set. It was designed to provide 80 percent of the capabilities of mainframe CAD systems at roughly 20 percent of the cost of those systems.

AutoCAD at first was limited in its capabilities compared with mainframe systems. And because of the relatively low horsepower of desktop computers in the early 1980's, AutoCAD at first ran significantly slower than mainframe systems.

Over the decade or so since its introduction, however, AutoCAD capabilities have expanded rapidly and the power of the desktop computer has grown dramatically. Together, these developments have made AutoCAD the preferred computer-aided drafting system - preferred even over mainframe systems.

The introduction of AutoCAD has been for many businesses their first experience with computer technology other than word-processing and accounting systems. The typical new AutoCAD operator started his or her career in computer-aided drafting by having the traditional tool-set - pencil and drafting board- replaced by a PC, a digitizing tablet or mouse, and AutoCAD software. The typical new manager of an AutoCAD-equipped workplace had, likewise, a background in drafting with traditional tools and traditional skills.

At first the transition from traditional techniques to computer-aided drafting was not particularly difficult. Operators merely translated the manual drafting procedures into the appropriate AutoCAD commands to yield the same result - a drawing.

Then things began to get more complicated.

New CAD draftsmen began to speak a new language, the techno-jargon descriptive of CAD functions and techniques. And new CAD draftsmen began to face new demands, demands flowing in part from a particular feature of AutoCAD systems.

One of the strengths of AutoCAD is what is known as its “open architecture.” Open architecture means the software can be customized to meet specific drawing requirements. So flexible is AutoCAD’s architecture that customized versions of the software have been developed by independent software houses to meet the needs of specific disciplines like architectural, mechanical-engineering, electrical-engineering, and piping. These so-called 3rd-party products themselves feature open architecture and are therefore themselves able to be further customized to meet the specific needs of an individual company.

The growth of AutoCAD’s own sophistication and flexibility, the proliferation of 3rd-party customized software packages and the exponential growth in the power of desktop computers have combined to create a cluster of problems only now starting to be understood.

THE TECHNOLOGY GAP

This cluster of problems can be called the CAD technology gap. The CAD technology gap affects both drafting workers and their managers.

Today’s typical AutoCAD drafting environment has become complex enough to overwhelm many operators, managers, and interestingly, many AutoCAD dealers.

The system’s complexity has overwhelmed many of its operators in part because it has rewritten their job descriptions. While at first computer-assisted drafting meant simply an automated method of manual drafting - same job description, new tools - it now has become something else altogether. AutoCAD now lets text documents, databases, and external graphics to be imported into CAD drawings and vice versa. Every copy of AutoCAD now comes with no less than six programming environments allowing the operator to customize the package to meet the needs of their particular drawing discipline or disciplines. The operator no longer is purely a draftsman. He or she must also be a programmer, a database expert and, to a degree at least, a system manager.

System complexity has overwhelmed many company managers because it has placed them in charge of something entirely foreign to them. Not too long ago, virtually every manager in any company that produced drawings as part of its business had a background in manual drafting that allowed him or her to make informed judgements about drafting productivity, accuracy and style. Most managers and owners had a familiarity with the traditional tool-set such that they could judge accurately the proficiency of manual draftsmen. Today, the traditional tool-set, the history associated with it, the skills needed to manipulate it and even the language used to describe it has either disappeared or become embedded in new tools, history, skills and language.

To make matters worse, computer-assisted drafting is in a constant state of evolution.

Operators are faced with repeated relocation of familiar commands from software version to software version. They are faced with ever-expanding capacities in AutoCAD software. Re-education is a recurrent need.

Owners, managers and operators are in revolt against these apparently endless demands for re-education. Managers and owners find themselves hard pressed to make sound judgements about the effectiveness of their workers and their workers’ tools.

AutoCAD dealers are often unable to cope effectively with these varied and complexly-interrelated frustrations and problems - not least because they may be wholly unfamiliar with the particular needs of managers, owners and operators in a given drafting discipline.

The “technology gap” is so wide that AutoCAD’s originators, Autodesk, says only 20 percent to 30 percent of the software’s available command set is used by most operators. The gap is so wide that many managers and owners now feel trapped in never-ending cycles of software and hardware acquisitions with no apparent means of measuring whether their acquisitions are improving productivity or efficiency.

THE SOLUTION

All, however, is not lost. Solutions to the AutoCAD technology gap can be found through individuals now starting to emerge in the marketplace. These “technology guides” combine intimate knowledge of AutoCAD with strong understanding of business needs and a deep sense of the history of drafting in its transition from the manual drafting era to the age of CAD.

AutoCAD managers and operators who turn to a technology guide for assistance should expect a specific procedure from their guide.

The technology guide begins by making an evaluation of the client’s entire CAD operation. This review analyses precisely how the client currently produces drawings. It includes interviews with all staff members involved in the production drafting process including operators, managers, owners, supervisors and, often, contractors and consultants. The technology guide will get their feet wet in the client’s business and should have more than a casual understanding of the client’s particular drafting discipline.

Based upon the initial review and evaluation, the technology guide should provide the client with a report showing exactly where the client’s technology gap arises. The report should reflect an accurate understanding of the client’s current drafting practises, identify specific shortcomings and unused potentials in the system, make specific recommendations for change, and describe in detail what the performance enhancements will be.

The guide should provide a quotation detailing the costs associated with the improvement plan. 
The quote should be structured to offer a selection of plans for closing the technology gap, including plans for a phased implementation that can be fitted to the client’s budget and time constraints. The guide should be able to carry out the course of action chosen by the client.

A technology guide who can deliver the goods will meet specific criteria.

The guide should be an AutoCAD expert and be able to understand the client’s business. This means at least 15 years experience in CAD environments and experience working directly with operators, managers and owners.

The guide needs to be a teacher - a teacher able to gain the confidence of employees from beginners to experts and able to explain the complete AutoCAD tool-set and how to customize the tool-set and all 3rd-party software.

The guide should be able to supply references attesting to his or her abilities on all these counts.

CONCLUSION

The world of industrial drafting has become something of a jungle for many operators and managers. The luxuriant growth of new alternatives and new developments has made the path ahead hard to see. More speed is called for on the journey, but it’s not always clear how to lighten the load the adventurers are carrying. Some in the party are growing frustrated enough to want to abandon the trek altogether. It’s even getting hard for some to know what language to use in discussing the steps to come.

It’s time to hire a translator and guide.
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